Volume 11, numéro 1, printemps-été 1987 URI : id.erudit.org/iderudit/800246ar
TOE INTOSTRUCTURE CF AM EMERGING FIELD
Richard A-Jarrell 1 Back in 1976, Don Phillipson mentioned to several of us historians of science and technology that we would have to develop the infrastructure of our field. Of course, he worked in Ottawa and understood science policy patois; we just scratched our heads and wondered 'What is an infrastructure and would we recognize one if we passed it in the hallway?' We learned quickly, however. Most infrastructures just grow over time. They can also be consciously organized, which is the case in our field. It Is one of the Ironies of our work that we can definitely speak of the infrastructure and its attributes, but we can not be so categorical about whether a 'field 1 even exists! The various articles in this symposium reflect the disjointed nature of the field. Although much of the history of Canadian science must be written with the history of technology in mind, the reverse is not necessarily so. The history of medicine may have contact with one, both or neither, depending upon the subject matter and historiography.
What they do have in common is a history of being ignored by 'official' historians and this is what made infrastructure important for us.
When we speak of a 'field,' we normally restrict its meaning to an academic or scholarly context, excluding the amateur element.
For the history of Canadian science, technology or medicine, this would be folly: the number of academics involved primarily in teaching and research would just about fill a telephone booth, and there is little likelihood of the situation changing in the foreseeable future. Thus, we must cast our net wider to include the work of amateurs and of historians in cognate areas. If we see fields as systems, it is clear that they have sub-systems and are, in turn, part of larger systems. In our case, the 'field' is at the junction of several other larger systems, those of Canadian history (and various of its sub-fields), the history of technology and the history of science. For instance, conceptual tools developed for the history of American science and technology have begun to appear in Canadian-oriented studies.
It is true one can write on certain aspects of Canadian science with virtually no reference to the Canadian historical context, but to this generation of historians, with such a strong interest in social history, such work would be of little interest. This is even more acute for the historian of technology: the dedicated and knowledgeable •buffs' have produced a large body of literature devoted to the technical aspects of railways and aircraft, for example, but more is required to turn this information into history. The Association has maintained a very small executive, which simplifies decision-makingsmall societies do not have many decisions to make, anyway-and costs far less than large councils, one of our objections to CSHPS. This economy has resulted in a healthy budgetary surplus. The Association, despite its small size, also provides a separate annual directory; the launching of a newsletter independent of the journal, has been more problematic.
The first two major thrusts in building an Infrastructure can be, and were, undertaken with limited financial resources, so long as a committed group of volunteers exists. The third area, the reproduction of the species, is not so easily managed. Indeed, that we have younger researchers in the field at all has, to a large extent, been more to the credit of persistent graduate students than to programmes and professors. Before the late 1960s, few history departments gave even a slight notice to the history of science and technology. Theses and dissertations are rare before 1970 and may be the products of economics and geography departments rather than history. Neither of the two doctoral programmes created to produce historians of science and technology, the The long-term picture is mixed; we might hope for some slight expansion in the public sector (e.g. museums), but no real change in universities until the present generation begins to retire, around the turn of the century. The entrepreneurial mood of universities and governments in Canada at the present time does not seem to auger well for any historical work. But perhaps historians must become entrepreneurial themselves, creating their own jobs. This is already happening with some success. Certainly, we cannot hold out the old hope of a faculty position. The chief drawback of this new mode is that the young scholars will have too little time for research and writing-which our field desperately needs-or will be constrained to specific research topics.
The history of science and technology came too late for the university boom in Canada, if indeed it would have ever caught the fancy of universities. Thus, we cannot expect more than a course here, a small programme there. We have managed to increase the stock of literature and to improve its quality in some areas. The long, slow push to bring our field to the attention of the general public has only begun. If our progress seems too slow at times, we should remind ourselves of how bleak the situation must have looked to the few pioneers writing in this area in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Finally, I would like to take a quick look at the nature of the literature during the last decade. Because no one has yet to produce a full-scale secondary bibliography, we can only make general (and probably biased) observations. The bibliographical situation has improved during the last ten years; at the time of the first Kingston Conference, Prof Alan Richardson and then-graduate student Bertrum MacDonald began compiling a bibliography that combined primary and secondary sources for their own use in courses at the University of Western Ontario.
A preliminary version was circulated to several colleagues. Its usefulness was applauded but its limitations suggested a broader approach was necessary. By 1979, Arnold Roos and I had produced a small bibliography6 intended for use in what we hoped would be a number of new courses in universities and colleges. This bibliography was too limited, with fewer than 1000 entries, and too selective to be of much use to the seasoned researcher. During the second Kingston Conference, Arnold and I pressed Richardson and MacDonald to apply for a grant to produce a systematic bibliography of both primary and secondary materials. They were willing to undertake the project. Alan and I applied to SSHROC for the initial grant, and Bertrum acted as the editor. As a PhD student in library science at 6 R.A. Jarrell and A.E. Roos, A Bibliography for Courses in the History of Canadian Science, Technology and Medicine (Thornhill, 1st ed. 1979, 2nd ed. 1983).
Western, Bertrum was able to bring a high degree of professionalism to the project. The result, now ready,7 is one of the finest primary bibliographies in Canadian studies (see their article in this issue). The compilers realized at the beginning that the mass of material available and the methodological differences between compiling primary and secondary bibliographies made a combined work unthinkable. Therefore, the secondary bibliography remains as a future project, though Arnold Roos has made significant strides in that direction. In the meantime, more specialized bibliographies such as that of Philip ,y Enros8, which began as a project at the Toronto Institute, and those in " the history of medicine (see the article by Jacques Bernier in this number) will fill some of the gaps.
The shape of the literature during the last ten years has its peculiarities, given the small number writing, the nature of their positions and the wide scope open to them.
A brief analysis of the contents of this journal will give some indication, though naturally skewed, of the areas of interest. One indicator is that of forty-one authors of these articles, only five were older than 50 at the time of publication, with most of them in their thirties.
By way of comparison, we should look at the •compacted' history of technology literature up to the mid-1980s, as categorized in the Jarrell/Roos bibliography. Of course, this work is selective; it does not purport to list the most significant secondary sources, but does include most of the 'Recent Publications' noted in this journal since 1976. The significant differences show how the field has evolved. There can be no doubt that the infrastructure that we have worked to build over the last decade has facilitated research and publicationthough this would be difficult either to document or measure-but that the particular form of research so facilitated is qualitatively different from that of the literature base. What we have to recognize is that social history of science and technology is both interesting 45 and important, but that studies of individual industries, institutions and lives cannot be ignored. There remain, and will long remain, large gaps in our knowledge and much reworking of older scholarship to undertake. There are not many of us and, despite our future efforts to organize an amenable infrastructure for the history of Canadian science and technology, there never will be. But let us accept the challenge that such an embarrassment of riches offers.
